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described as “themed public occasions designed to 
occur for a limited duration that celebrate valued 
aspects of a community’s way of life” (Dimmock 
& Tiyce, 2001, p. 358).
For many years, special events have played an 
important role as strategic elements within wider 
community development efforts. Given the tem-
poral nature and infrequent occurrence of special 
events, researchers have increasingly investigated 
opportunities to sustain benefits beyond the dura-
tion of the event itself. Moreover, importance has 
been placed on identifying mechanisms toward 
Introduction
Sport events can hold a significant role in the 
lives of people and their communities. By provid-
ing a forum for socialization, entertainment, and 
engagement, sport events present opportunities for 
people from all over the world to play, attend, 
watch, listen to, talk about, experience, and even 
feel sport at all levels of performance (Schulenkorf, 
2010). In contrast to large-scale or mega-events, 
community sport events are typically organized 
by the community for the community; they can be 
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In explaining the concept of event leverage, 
O’Brien (2006) described events as “seed capi-
tal” that can be used as a springboard for deliv-
ering longer-term benefits to a host community. 
Although there are potentially a wide range of 
areas for which event leverage strategies can be 
used, it is the economic, business, and tourism 
impacts that have dominated researcher attention. 
Leverage strategies for economic and tourism 
 purposes include increasing repeat visitation to host 
regions, fostering long-term business relationships, 
and encouraging employment, trade, and invest-
ment into the host destination (Chalip & Leyns, 
2002; Chalip & McGuirty, 2004; O’Brien, 2006). 
The predominant focus on such tangible outcomes 
of sport events can be understood in conjunction 
with the fact that much of the sport event  leverage 
research takes place in the context of government- 
supported large-scale or mega-events. Here, research 
contributes to providing an evidence base to justify 
the vast investment of taxpayer money often asso-
ciated with the staging of spectacles such as inter-
national championships, World Cups, or Olympic 
Games (Karadakis, Kaplanidou, & Karlis, 2010; 
Schulenkorf, Schlenker, & Thomson, 2017).
More recently, researchers have begun to give 
due attention to leveraging events for a wider range 
of intangible and “soft” impacts. In particular, stud-
ies on social and cultural leveraging have emerged, 
painting the picture of a more complex field of 
research that relates to the potential for sport events 
to contribute to a wide variety of societal benefits, 
including community connectedness and pride, 
social capital and community building, physical 
activity, and sport participation (Craig & Bauman, 
2014; Misener & Mason, 2006, 2008; Misener, 
McGillivray, Gayle, & Legg, 2015; Schulenkorf, 
2013; Smith, 2009; Taks, Green, Misener, & Chalip, 
2014; Taks, Misener, Chalip, & Green., 2013; Weed, 
Coren, & Fiore, 2009). In his groundbreaking work 
on social leverage, Chalip (2006) pointed to the 
celebratory nature of sports events and the “sense 
of importance” that can create “liminoid spaces” 
through which community spirit and social val-
ues can be promoted. Leveraging strategies, such 
as facilitating social contact through designing 
open and safe spaces and providing informal social 
opportunities, can therefore be useful approaches 
towards maximizing an event’s social potential 
growing and spreading positive event outcomes 
beyond the festival ground, to impact not only 
participants and spectators, but also event stake-
holders and the wider community (Schulenkorf & 
Edwards, 2012). However, to date, little work has 
been conducted on how to maximize the potential 
of special events in low- and middle-income coun-
tries (LMICs). In addressing this issue, we reflect 
on event management processes and mechanisms 
that have underpinned a community sport event in 
the Pacific Island nation of Sāmoa. In short, the 
purpose of our study is to provide an empirical 
investigation of a small-scale community event and 
contribute to the limited body of literature on how 
to maximize beneficial outcomes of sport events 
for host communities in LMICs. Findings will be 
of significant importance for event planners, man-
agers, and scholars who set out to use events as 
strategic vehicles for achieving wider community 
development goals.
Literature Review
Much attention in the sport event literature has 
been given to recognizing the direct and indirect 
impacts and outcomes a sport event can have on its 
host community. General classifications suggest that 
sport events can have economic, tourism, sociocul-
tural, physical, political, and psychological impacts 
(Brown & Massey, 2001; Preuss & Solberg, 2006; 
Ritchie, 1984). However, as Chalip (2004) argued, 
“it is no longer suitable merely to host an event in 
the hope that desired outcomes will be achieved; it 
is necessary to form and implement strategies and 
tactics that capitalize fully on the opportunities each 
event affords” (p. 245). Such a strategic approach, 
which includes planning how host communities can 
maximize the potential benefits from sport events, is 
known as event leverage (Chalip, 2004; O’Brien & 
Chalip, 2008). Importantly, studies of event lever-
age shift the focus from measuring event impacts 
and outcomes to a focus on the processes and mech-
anisms used to increase the chances of realizing 
desired outcomes (Chalip, 2006; O’Brien & Chalip, 
2007, 2008; Ziakas, 2014). With this in mind, the 
concept of event leverage provides the theoretical 
underpinning for our empirical study of employing 
special events as strategic vehicles for generat ing 
beneficial community development outcomes.
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to developing leveraging strategies—are a number 
of interrelated factors, including the broader policy 
environment, the local community as central to the 
leveraging efforts, a community champion or cata-
lyst, a leveraging subcommittee distinct from that 
concerned with organizing the event, and targeted 
and measurable goals for leverage. Misener (2015) 
also argued that the community affected by the 
event should be central to any leveraging efforts, 
and particularly that its needs, interests, and values 
should be at the core of leveraging strategies. In 
line with previous empirical work on sport event 
leverage in disadvantaged community settings (see 
Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012; Welty Peachey et 
al., 2015), this argument is of particular impor-
tance for the current study that investigates a com-
munity sport event in the Pacific Islands that aims 
to develop local capacities by taking into account 
important social and cultural norms and the values 
of the local Sāmoan population.
In a recent study on leveraging a community 
event for increased physical activity, Lane et al. 
(2013) examined a women’s minimarathon in 
Ireland. Participants were recruited from over 
50,000 women who had taken part in either of two 
mass community walk/run events, who were then 
separated into “intervention” and control groups. 
The strategy used to leverage the event for increased 
physical activity was the specific, targeted, and 
augmented communication of information to the 
target group. While those in the control group 
received only a healthy eating leaflet, the inter-
vention group received a mixture of information 
on community resources, the promotion of walk-
ing, and training groups and exercise classes, as 
well as the provision of training plans and physical 
activity diaries. Both groups reported an increase 
in physical activity, though this was more signifi-
cantly pronounced in the intervention group. The 
authors stressed that targeted communication and 
community engagement are critical to the success 
of leveraging attempts, and that the more types of 
intervention people received, the better the result. 
Moreover, they argued that unlike one-off events 
like the Olympic Games, annual small-scale events 
appear better equipped in the long run to encourage 
physical activity, as they act as regular reminders of 
the health benefits of physical activity and are more 
integrated into the community.
(Spaaij & Schulenkorf, 2014; Welty Peachey, 
Borland, Lobpries, & Cohen, 2015). At the same 
time, using event-related festivities to enhance 
the celebratory atmosphere serves to both attract 
a larger audience and draw nonattendees into the 
event sphere (Schulenkorf et al., 2017).
Although a large portion of the sport event lever-
age literature focuses on the outcomes of large-scale 
and mega-events, there has been a growing number 
of studies focused on maximizing the outcomes of 
smaller scale or community events (Schulenkorf 
& Edwards, 2012; Taks, 2013; Welty Peachey et 
al., 2015). Misener (2015) suggested that, in fact, 
smaller events have greater potential for leveraging 
social issues than do large-scale events or mega-
events. Firstly, small-scale events lack the large 
capital expenditure and financial risks associated 
with mega-events, meaning the focus for leveraging 
strategies need not be prioritized around justifying 
large financial investments (Smith, 2012). Secondly, 
with smaller scale events there is “the potential for 
tighter social networks and connectedness of the 
local population with the event, be it as politicians, 
spectators, volunteers, marketing destination man-
agers, or event organizers” (Misener, Taks, Chalip, 
& Green, 2015, p. 4). By utilizing local infrastructure 
and building on community resources, small-scale 
or community events are more likely to maximize 
the direct benefits for their host communities than a 
mega-event might (Smith, 2012; Ziakas, 2015).
Thus, in the context of the current research, 
of particular interest are the growing number of 
studies on small-scale, regional, or national events 
that reveal a greater concern for leveraging com-
munity sport events in the context of social disad-
vantage. This may include social issues such as 
physical inactivity, ill health, or promoting aware-
ness of homelessness and disability (Derom & 
VanWynsberghe, 2015; Lane, Murphy, & Bauman, 
2013; Misener, 2015; O’Brien, 2007; Schulenkorf 
& Edwards, 2012; Welty Peachey et al., 2015). For 
example, resulting from her research on small–
medium scale parasport events, Misener (2015) 
developed the parasport-leveraging framework as a 
basis for developing leveraging strategies that pro-
vide greater levels of accessibility and enhanced 
opportunities for people with a disability to par-
ticipate in community life. Considered key to the 
parasport-leveraging framework—and, therefore, 
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or national sport events for social benefits is deter-
mined by a number of factors, including specifying 
the goal/target for leverage, integrating the lever-
aging program with the rest of the event planning, 
involving relevant community stakeholders, and 
ensuring that the leveraging experience is sustained 
beyond the duration of the event. Building on these 
findings and earlier theorizing, the aim of the cur-
rent study is to contribute to the limited body of lit-
erature on how to maximize the potential outcomes 
of sport events for host communities in LMICs. 
This is timely given recent arguments by Sherry, 
Schulenkorf, and Chalip (2015), who suggested 
that sport events in LMICs provide not only an 
interesting but also an important context for study, 
particularly if these events are “funded by interna-
tional agencies yet delivered by local organizers 
and volunteers” (p. 3). In this study, we investi-
gate a small-scale community sport event that was 
implemented in Sāmoa in 2012. The next section 
provides the geographical context and background 
information on the event.
Context
Study Context
The 10 islands of Sāmoa are located in the south-
west Pacific Ocean, with only four of these islands 
inhabited. Sāmoa has a total population of around 
193,000, out of which 20% are residing in the 
capital Apia. Sāmoa is a parliamentary democracy 
with a Westminster-style Cabinet government; it 
is a small, fairly liberalized economy, with a gross 
domestic product (GDP) of around US$865 mil-
lion (New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade, 2017). The country heavily relies on foreign 
imports, remittances from expatriate Sāmoans, as 
well as development aid, especially from neighbor-
ing Australia and New Zealand. The nation’s own 
economy is largely driven by services (64% of 
GDP), especially tourism (around 30% of GDP), as 
well as local industries (26% of GDP) and agricul-
ture (10% of GDP).
The fa’a Sāmoa, or traditional Sāmoan way, 
remains a strong force in Sāmoan life and politics. 
Despite centuries of European influence, Sāmoa 
has maintained its historical customs as well as 
social, political, and cultural systems. In particular, 
Derom and VanWynsberghe (2015) conducted 
another investigation into sport event leveraging 
for increased participation in physical activity. This 
study involved a cycling event, the Tour of Flan-
ders in the Netherlands, and examined leveraging 
initiatives designed to increase physical activity 
and health benefits specifically for local children 
and cycling enthusiasts. The event’s physical activ-
ity impact was strategically prolonged by creating 
a “Live Your Own Tour of Flanders” campaign, 
where the event’s cycling routes were made acces-
sible year round. Another successful leveraging 
strategy aimed at community involvement was 
the opportunity for local municipalities to bid for 
the title of “Village of the Tour.” This title was 
used to inspire local organizations in the host city 
to take ownership of identifying and developing 
locally relevant initiatives that leverage the Tour of 
Flanders for community benefits. As a Village of 
the Tour host, schools and families were used as 
leverage points to instigate changes in the young 
children’s physical activity behavior, specifically 
focusing on active participation in cycling. Impor-
tantly, this study highlighted the critical role of 
local communities as vehicles to promote active 
leverage initiatives that result in tangible social and 
health benefits.
In one of the few studies that have focused on 
sport event leverage opportunities in the context of 
LMICs, Schulenkorf and Edwards (2012) investi-
gated event projects aimed at reconciliation between 
disparate communities in the ethnically divided Sri 
Lanka. The authors highlighted that in the context 
of a war-torn society, social and cultural benefits 
can best be achieved if event organizers and host 
communities focus strategically on children as cata-
lysts for change; provide event-related sociocultural 
opportunities; engage in social, cultural,  political, 
and educational event leverage activities; and com-
bine events with regular sport-based development 
programs. The final point seems especially impor-
tant, as the authors predicted that “regularly sched-
uled sport programs [may] allow for a deepening and 
intensification of contacts and friendships, while . . . 
special events enable an extension of relationships 
to the wider community” (Schulenkorf & Edwards, 
2012, p. 385).
Overall, the current body of literature suggests 
that the success of leveraging small-scale, regional, 
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(treatment), leaving fewer funds available for pre-
ventive services, including healthy lifestyle pro-
grams, sport participation initiatives, and special 
events aimed at increasing the awareness and the 
number of activities geared toward reducing NCD-
related problems.
However, in recent years the Sāmoan Ministry 
of Health has started to collaborate with other gov-
ernmental departments, nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs), religious organizations, and local 
communities to reverse the NCD epidemic. As a 
result, a number of targeted initiatives have been 
implemented, including over 180 community phys-
ical activity initiatives across the islands, more than 
40 workplace programs run within government and 
private sectors, and several other physical activity 
events, such as “National Healthy Lifestyle Week,” 
that have been staged in Apia (Ministry of Health 
Samoa, 2011). However, what appears to be lacking 
are any evaluation reports or impact assessments 
that measure the effects of these initiatives. More-
over, there is limited research investigating the spe-
cific sociocultural and managerial aspects of sport 
programs and events in the country, which seems a 
missed opportunity for knowledge transfer and the 
communication of “lessons learned.” Against this 
background, this study presents a sociomanagerial 
analysis of the Faleata Schools’ Just Play (FSJP) 
Festival. The FSJP Festival is a small-scale sport 
event orchestrated by the Sāmoan Just Play pro-
gram, a sport-based development initiative coor-
dinated by the Oceania Football Association and 
supported by a number of local and international 
stakeholders (for more information on the wider 
program, see www.justplayofc.org). In our study, 
we reflect on specific event management processes 
and leverage mechanisms that have underpinned 
the festival and highlight strategies across different 
areas of leverage that were used to maximize ben-
eficial event outcomes for the local community.
Event Context
The FSJP Festival is a community event initia-
tive that was jointly organized by the Sāmoan Just 
Play program, the Sāmoan Football Federation 
(FFS), and the local communities surrounding the 
Faleata Sporting Complex in Apia. The festival con-
stituted a full day of social, cultural, and sporting 
Sāmoa’s culture is centered on the principle of 
vāfealoa’i, the relationships between people, which 
has resulted in strong family ties and community 
networks that are heavily influenced by local chiefs, 
church leaders, and matais (the holders of family 
chief titles). Against the background of limited job 
opportunities and high unemployment rates in the 
country—particularly for the younger generation—
strong social networks and trustful relationships 
with influential individuals are also important for 
employment purposes.
Apia is the hub for various sport associations and 
the majority of organized sport events in the coun-
try. Although there is a significant amount of infor-
mal and unstructured sport played in rural Sāmoa, 
sport teams from villages regularly travel to Apia to 
compete in major competitions. In regards to sport 
participation and development initiatives, Sāmoa 
traditionally relies upon assistance from foreign 
countries to finance programs and events. For 
example, since the 2011–2012 financial year, the 
Australian Sports Outreach Program (ASOP) has 
been targeting funding into Sāmoa—a joint strat-
egy and agreement between AustralianAID and the 
Australian Sports Commission. The ASOP “aims to 
increase the capacity of partners (local authorities, 
development partner agencies and communities) 
to plan and conduct quality, sport-based activities 
which contribute to addressing locally identified 
development priorities” (Australian Sports Com-
mission, 2013, p. 3).
One of the top development priorities on the 
island is the reduction of life-threatening non-
communicable diseases (NCDs). In short, NCDs 
include diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, different 
types of cancer, and depression; they are described 
as “lifestyle diseases” that result from physical 
inactivity, high levels of obesity, and diets rich in 
fat, salt, and sugar [World Health Organization 
(WHO), 2012]. In 2002, NCDs accounted for 71% 
of deaths in the country (WHO, 2005a)—a stag-
gering number that can be explained, however, by 
the fact that 89% of Sāmoan women and 85% of 
men are classified as overweight or obese (WHO, 
2005b). Importantly, childhood overweight and obe-
sity is also a major concern, with 14.3% of Sāmoan 
school children affected (Ministry of Health Samoa, 
2011). Regrettably, health expenditure is generally 
focused on the provision of tertiary care services 
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to understand the context of a phenomenon through 
the specific meanings that people assign to it.
To achieve Verstehen, or empathetic understand-
ing, qualitative researchers often apply purposeful 
sampling as their dominant strategy (Hoepfl, 1997; 
Patton, 2002; Stark & Torrance, 2005). In other 
words, information-rich cases are identified and 
studied in depth, to achieve a greater understanding 
of the context and phenomenon under investiga-
tion. For this study, the lead researcher conducted 
20 semistructured interviews and two focus groups 
with 14 Sāmoan respondents around the FSJP Fes-
tival in May and June 2012. As the investigation 
aimed to explore and apprehend the sociomanage-
rial processes behind the festival—and to elucidate 
people’s ideas and recommendations for leveraging 
and sustaining event benefits for communities—a 
majority of interview respondents held manage-
rial or organizational roles, including program and 
festival organizers, Just Play staff, development 
officers, and teachers (see Table 1 for a detailed 
overview). At the same time, the focus groups had 
a strong community focus, which allowed us to 
examine the perceptions and actual experiences of 
the “recipients” of the projects. Here, participants 
included community representatives such as local 
chiefs, ordinary community members, and volun-
teers who were able to provide a local perspective 
on the community engagement and leveraging 
efforts (see Table 2 for details).
Overall, individual interviews lasted between 
20 min and 1 hr, while both focus groups engaged 
in open discussions about 1.5 hr each. Research 
questions were based on previous theoretical and 
empirical research conducted in the context of 
activities staged on the premises of the FFS. The 
day commenced at 8 a.m. with the assembly of all 
300 participating children from four local primary 
and secondary schools. To start the official pro-
ceedings, a local church reverend said a prayer, the 
Sāmoan national anthem was played, and speeches 
were delivered by the FFS president as well as an 
occasional guest speaker. These formal activities 
were followed by traditional dancing performances 
staged by local children representing their schools 
and community.
The sporting festival had a predominant focus 
on football (or soccer) games and interschool com-
petitions, but also included other sporting activi-
ties including rugby, netball, and kirikiti—the 
local and traditional version of cricket played in 
Sāmoa (for more information on the game and its 
origins, see Khoo, Schulenkorf, & Adair, 2014). 
In addition to sport, the festival also offered cul-
tural activities, educational workshops, and health-
related awareness sessions that were co-organized 
by local stakeholders, including the Sāmoan Min-
istry of Health, the Red Cross, the Sāmoan Vic-
tims Support Group, local educators and social 
workers, as well as community members includ-
ing elders and volunteers. The nonsporting activi-
ties were strategically integrated into the sporting 
schedule, providing opportunities for nonplaying 
school groups, parents, and the wider community 
to attend development sessions throughout the day. 
All children were also part of an NCD workshop 
facilitated during lunch time. The festival ended 
at 6 p.m. after the finals were played and before 
Sāmoa’s national football team entered the main 
stadium for a training session.
Method
Our qualitative research study is underpinned by 
an interpretivist mode of inquiry, which suggests 
that access to reality can be socially constructed 
through language, consciousness, and shared mean-
ings (Crotty, 1998; Glesne, 1999; Neuman, 2003). 
Interpretive research acknowledges that data are 
analyzed through a process of induction, which 
means that researchers construct and reconstruct 
meaning in relation to the research aim based on 
respondents’ realities (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 
According to Myers (1997), interpretive studies aim 
Table 1
Interview Respondents
Stakeholder Type Number Gender
Just Play staff 2 1 female, 1 male
Festival organizers 3 1 female, 2 male
Program coordinators (casual) 3 1 female, 2 male
Community representatives 4 1 female, 3 male
School teachers 2 1 female, 1 male
Volunteers 3 2 female, 1 male
Government officials 2 2 male
Health expert/nutritionist 1 1 male
Total 20 7 female, 13 male
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you will tell others” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, 
p. 145). The computer software package, NVivo 10, 
was used to support these steps of analysis and assist 
the researchers in integrating, indexing, and cod-
ing the large amount of qualitative data collected. 
From a process perspective—and in an attempt to 
further enhance the dependability and credibility of 
the study—triangulation of measures and research 
investigators was employed (see Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). As a first step, both authors coded the data 
independently; if disagreements arose around par-
ticular codes or themes, open and honest discus-
sions were held until consensus was reached. Data 
were then clustered into various leverage areas and 
while previous literature and theories provided 
the backdrop for our analysis, they did not dictate 
coding decisions. Instead, we allowed for relevant 
areas to emerge from participants’ quotes as well 
as the researchers’ direct observations. When pre-
senting our thematic findings, we chose the most 
representative and rich quotations from our dataset, 
thus enabling respondents to relay the story behind 
the data—an approach that has been employed suc-
cessfully by sport and event management scholars 
(see Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012; Schulenkorf, 
Sugden, & Burdsey, 2014; Welty Peachey et 
al. 2015).
Overall, the structured analysis process employed 
for this study resulted in a better understanding of 
relationships between the data and emerging argu-
ments, and allowed for the coding and reconceptu-
alizing of data into five overarching leverage areas: 
(a) Sociocultural, (b) Participatory, (c) Educational, 
(d) Health, (e) and Reputational. These five lever-
age areas are used to structure and guide the find-
ings and discussion section that follows.
Findings and Discussion
This study set out to empirically investigate 
leverage opportunities and underpinning manage-
rial processes in the context of community sport 
events in LMIC settings. In this section, we pres-
ent and discuss our findings according to the five 
leverage areas identified from the data. We high-
light representative comments and reflections for 
each area and suggest ways in which event organiz-
ers and local communities can maximize beneficial 
outcomes in the future.
event planning and management (see Chalip, 2006; 
O’Brien & Chalip, 2008; Schulenkorf & Edwards, 
2012; Welty Peachey et al., 2015) as well as lever-
age and sustainability (see Misener, 2015; O’Brien, 
2007; Schulenkorf, 2012; Welty Peachey et al., 
2015); in particular, they included: Which aspects 
of the event planning process were the most impor-
tant to achieve desired outcomes? Which partners 
did you cooperate with to maximize event benefits? 
What can be done to sustain positive outcomes 
beyond the event? What should be done in the 
future to attract more people and the wider commu-
nity? Reflecting on this year’s event, what would 
you do differently next time to maximize event 
leverage efforts?
During all face-to-face discussions, the lead 
researcher aimed at establishing a trustful rela-
tionship with local participants who were encour-
aged to speak openly about their SFD and program 
experiences. Formal trust was generated through 
official documents confirming the intention, pur-
pose, and ethics approval of the research. Informal 
trust was achieved by establishing rapport with the 
respondents; in particular, the interviewer com-
menced discussions with a brief reflection on his 
positive experiences in the Pacific Islands and pre-
vious study engagements in Sāmoa. He also clari-
fied that participation in this study was voluntary 
and that pseudonyms would be used to anonymize 
individuals in any documentation resulting from 
this research. Moreover, after the transcription of 
interviews, all participants had the opportunity 
to read their transcripts and rectify any potential 
mistakes.
Once all data were collected, the authors engaged 
in a thematic data analysis process that can be 
described as “working with data, organizing it, 
breaking it into manageable units, synthesizing it, 
searching for patterns, discovering what is impor-
tant and what is to be learned, and deciding what 
Table 2
Focus Group Participants
Stakeholder Type Number Gender
Community representatives 8 2 female, 6 male
Volunteers 4 1 female, 3 male
Chiefs/Matais 2 2 male
Total 14 3 female, 11 male
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engaged in a targeted social leverage and messag-
ing activity that was particularly relevant given the 
local cultural context. The reverend had started his 
messaging on social inclusion at the local church 
service in the week leading up to the event, and 
he reinforced the message the week following the 
event. Although this type of “social messaging” 
may not necessarily work all over the world, it 
turned out to be a successful approach in a country 
like Sāmoa, where religious and cultural following 
is strong and 98% of the population identifies with 
the same (Christian) background.
In addition to this spiritual element, the inclu-
sion and showcasing of cultural traditions such 
as dance and arts and craft provided additional 
opportunities for sociocultural leverage. Careful 
planning and community consultation/involvement 
was needed to guarantee relevant activities; for 
example, it needed to be clear that dancing was in 
line with local traditions and that all participating 
schools would get equal opportunity to showcase 
their talent. Interestingly, the idea of using arts and 
craft stalls around the event to achieve economic 
benefits was controversially discussed; eventually, 
the organizers followed the community chiefs’ rec-
ommendation and decided against the inclusion of 
this “for-profit” element in order to preserve the 
event’s social character. This example highlights 
the potential clashes among the different areas of 
event leverage and the importance of a commu-
nity-centered approach to development (see, for 
example, Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011; Schulenkorf, 
2012). Furthermore, it directly supports claims by 
Taks (2013) and Misener (2015) to prioritize local 
voices in the design and implementation of locally 
relevant leveraging strategies. We contend that this 
argument is particularly relevant for small-scale 
events where local communities are often both the 
source and the beneficiaries of event outcomes.
Participatory
Leverage for participation purposes has tradi-
tionally seen an external focus, where regular par-
ticipation in sport clubs or physical activity groups 
was the intended outcome (Craig & Bauman, 
2014; Weed et al., 2012). In contrast, participatory 
leverage around the FSJP Festival took a different 
angle; here, an internal focus aimed at leverage 
Sociocultural
Several interviewees and both focus groups high-
lighted the opportunity to use the FSJP Festival for 
sociocultural leverage. In a country where social and 
cultural elements play a significant role in daily life, 
the involvement of church leaders and community 
representatives are important aspects for the staging 
of locally accepted and widely supported events:
From a management perspective, we had to make 
sure that Reverend Esera was available to say a 
prayer in the morning. Also, the words of the foot-
ball president and the involvement of the local 
matais were important. If they support your [festi-
val], they will promote it and the community will 
be behind it. (Event organizer)
This statement suggests that around the event, 
cultural protocols needed to be followed; how-
ever, it also indicates that key individuals such as 
community or religious leaders are in a position 
to assist with sociocultural leverage. This finding 
is in line with Misener’s (2015) argument for the 
role of a catalyst/champion as key to developing 
leveraging strategies. A catalyst/champion is “well 
connected and well respected within the commu-
nity, thus serving a key role in identifying appro-
priate community partners and initiating action in 
the local community” (Misener, 2015, p. 145). This 
definition readily applies to the local reverend in 
Faleata who—during his opening speech at the fes-
tival—built on his status as a local leader to remind 
people that sport events should be a celebration 
for all members of the community, including those 
with a disability. His comment was linked to a local 
school dancing performance that included two chil-
dren with a disability:
We purposely decided to include Leilani and Lasalo 
in the performance. This was a chance to show 
the other kids that they are part of our team. We 
also spoke to Reverend Esera beforehand and he 
praised us for our efforts—even in his opening 
speech! (Teacher)
From a management perspective, the organiz-
ers engaged in a partnership with Sāmoa Special 
Olympics to maximize opportunities to showcase 
the talent and special contributions of athletes 
with a disability. However, more importantly was 
the close cooperation with the local reverend who 
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to become actively engaged in the organizing and 
delivery of future events. Therefore, in the future, it 
will be important to place a practical and theoreti-
cal focus on specific strategies and tactics that help 
to maximize the potential in this extended area of 
event leverage, which seems particularly relevant 
for projects conducted in LMIC settings.
Educational
The FSJP Festival was also used for educational 
leverage. Overall, the festival significantly relied 
on volunteers and casual staff members to sup-
port event organization and delivery. Prior to their 
involvement, all team members received access to 
event workshops, education sessions, and coaching 
clinics delivered by Just Play as well as local and/or 
international management experts. As contractors, 
the experts provided training courses in project 
management and all participants were awarded an 
official certificate upon completion. A casual staff 
member stated:
The workshops give me the chance to learn [event 
management] skills. I don’t get much money for 
my work at the festival, but I get free education. 
All the sessions are great and at the end we receive 
our certificate. That will all help me in the future.
The statement suggests that volunteers and casual 
staff members, in particular, viewed the learning 
components around the festival as a springboard 
for educational development and the gaining of 
new skills. Interestingly, at the time of data col-
lection the Sāmoan Ministry of Education, Sports 
and Culture (MESC) had only played a minimal 
role in educational leverage activities. Although 
the Just Play team desired stronger cooperation 
to place a stronger focus on community learning 
initiatives, there seemed to be political reasons and 
power games that prevented the MESC from closer 
engagement. A Just Play administrator noted:
Here in Sāmoa, everyone protects their own space 
and money. They all want to “own” programs and 
if there is already an “owner,” they are not inter-
ested to come on board. They think they waste 
their money. So many programs are either sup-
ported by the Ministry of Health, or MESC, or an 
international funder, or Women in Business Foun-
dation, etc. But they never work together.
for managerial participation—in other words, an 
increase in active participation in the organizing and 
delivery of events. For example, the festival offered 
opportunities to become engaged in voluntary and 
paid managerial roles on and off the pitch, allowing 
community members to gain experience useful for 
future involvement in the Just Play program, other 
large community projects, or committee roles:
I saw this festival as a practice run. You know, 
I was able to show the community that I can orga-
nize things, that I am a leader in project manage-
ment. I knew that the chief attended the festival 
and so I made sure that he could see what I was 
doing [laughs]. Now he has seen me and maybe he 
invites me to participate in one of his next events. 
(Volunteer)
The statement suggests that the event provided 
an opportunity to showcase managerial talent to a 
wider audience. In other words, some volunteers 
aimed to leverage their participation for involve-
ment in future community campaigns and potential 
employment opportunities. Here, the participa-
tion category overlaps with aspects of economic 
leverage, where financial benefits are sought from 
an active involvement in an event (see Chalip & 
Leyns, 2002; Chalip & McGuirty, 2004). Against 
the background of a difficult socioeconomic con-
text in Sāmoa—and a strong reliance on social net-
works to gain employment—the strategy of using 
sport events as a vehicle for participation in the 
workforce seems vital. A Just Play officer stated:
Some of our event volunteers go on to work on 
the program, but we can only cater for so many. 
Others find jobs with other sport organizations or 
they work for local clubs. I can tell you that only 
the best volunteers are picked and often we are 
asked for recommendations. There are plenty of 
people, [but] not many jobs. So, at events like this 
they can show their abilities and attitude.
As indicated, this finding goes beyond the current 
theorizing of leveraging sport events for participa-
tion. In short, we suggest broadening the concept 
of participation to include managerial aspects of 
participation as well as other related nonplaying 
roles, including participation as officials, coaches, 
or umpires. Overall, this extended approach will 
maximize the potential for community members 
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know, that they play football and exercise in sport. 
When Sam showed them how the big belly gets 
smaller, they all loved it. They were so happy. 
(Just Play staff member)
Although the children benefited from the close 
interaction with the health expert at the informa-
tion tent, it was observed that there were hardly any 
adults frequenting the area. Arguably, this had to do 
with a number of well-intended but badly executed 
promotion campaigns in the lead up to the festival. 
For example, in an attempt to achieve health-related 
leverage, promotional flyers were jointly produced 
and distributed by Just Play and the Ministry of 
Health; furthermore, billboards were put up in front 
of the FFS headquarters and the Ministry ground. 
However, there were mixed reactions to this strat-
egy, as noted by a community representative:
I think the billboards were a waste of time. No 
normal people ever saw them, only the ones that 
went to the football ground anyway. They should 
have put another billboard up right in the middle 
of our community where people could actually see 
it. Also, the flyers were useless—they did not even 
state the exact time of information sessions etc. 
I do not think people felt attracted to come.
Although this community member was largely 
critical of the particular approach used to promote 
and leverage the festival, he remained confident that 
health-related leverage can and should be achieved. 
In the context of a society that shows remarkably 
high NCD rates, he argues that more needs to be 
done to change the status quo:
I mean, at least Just Play tries to do something to 
improve people’s health. There are so many sport 
programs out here and none of them link with the 
health sector. With all our obesity issues, I wonder 
why that’s the case?! Really, every sport program 
should have a specific health aspect to it; other-
wise, we are wasting our time. So many programs 
focus on social issues only. I mean, come on . . . 
social connections in Sāmoa are not a big issue, 
clearly! Let’s get real and put our energy towards 
the things that matter. Inform people about the 
consequences of NCDs in a way that is more 
“hardcore” and shocking to them and also provide 
sport programs that are accessible for all people, 
also the big ones!
This statement suggests that numerous NGOs 
and development agencies in Sāmoa seem to 
In this particular case, Just Play’s close rela-
tionships with the Ministry of Health and external 
funders such as the Australian Government seem 
to have prevented MESC from engaging in joint 
leveraging activities. This outcome speaks to the 
difficulty in achieving buy in from all (potential) 
event stakeholders, and also reinforces Misener’s 
(2015) argument for the importance of the policy 
environment and how this can enable or constrain 
the leveraging of an event. Moreover, in the case 
of externally funded development projects, local 
power dynamics and the pressure to deliver devel-
opment outcomes present significant factors that 
impact the willingness to cooperate, and often, 
organizations will only contribute if they can claim 
and sell project outcomes as their own exclusive 
achievements (see Khoo et al., 2014; Schulenkorf 
& Edwards, 2012). For the FSJP Festival, it meant 
that significant opportunities to maximize educa-
tional and health-related outcomes remained unused. 
Therefore, the implication for event managers and 
local communities is to assess the current policy 
environment—particularly regarding existing rela-
tionships among various organizations—and to 
ensure that these enable, rather than constrain, an 
event’s leverage opportunities.
Health
As a strong partner of Just Play and FFS, the 
Ministry of Health engaged in a number of targeted 
event leverage activities focused on promoting 
healthy lifestyles and overall community well-
being. Around the sporting ground, small tents and 
information booths were set up and populated by 
groups of children and their teachers during non-
playing time. Here, information talks and leaflets 
on NCD prevention, healthy eating, and the ben-
efits of regular physical activity were provided; 
moreover, the event organizers aimed to go beyond 
the participating school children and also offer 
information about healthy lifestyles to accompany-
ing parents and the wider community:
The info tents were a good idea and the kids loved 
the interactive part. Remember where Sam [health 
expert] used his laptop to show how fat people’s 
bellies can grow if they eat the wrong food? The 
kids couldn’t believe it! They also liked how they 
were praised as a good example for health. You 
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be attracted by the organizer’s perceived standing. 
Secondly, a successful event has the potential to 
add to reputational capital, which in turn may be 
used to leverage other programs or events on offer. 
One of the local volunteers explained:
Many people came to the festival because Just Play 
and AusAid were running it. They have a good 
image and everyone knows it’s going to be a good 
event. If it was yet another event done by MESC, 
I don’t think many people would have come. They 
never do anything exciting and different.
Particularly in a small island context, the reputa-
tion of an event organizer—and its supporters—is a 
critical factor for success. Moreover, in LMIC set-
tings where dozens of development agencies and 
NGOs are present, people realize very quickly which 
programs are well run and supported, and which 
ones lack professional expertise and/or integrity (see 
e.g., Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012; Schulenkorf, 
Thomson, & Schlenker, 2011). A similar argument 
can be made for the reputational capital of a par-
ticular social group, which may be able to benefit 
from its image as an “event community.” A casual 
staff member suggested:
The Faleata community has been known for its 
ability to run events. Every time a new event is 
staged in this place, people know it is going to 
be great! People talk about the “festival village” 
and they like to come along. The close partnership 
with Just Play and the football federation helps a 
lot, too.
The reputation of being a “festival village” is 
something that the Faleata community can lever-
age off in the future. Moreover, the staff mem-
ber’s statement demonstrates how in this case, the 
Faleata community is both the source and benefi-
ciary of reputational capital—an asset that can and 
should be leveraged strategically for future event 
promotion campaigns and media engagements. 
From a theoretical perspective, the reputation of 
an event organizer and/or an event community can 
therefore provide the seed capital that may be lev-
eraged to the strategic advancement of sociocul-
tural, participatory, and economic benefits. In other 
words, the events themselves are not the key fac-
tor in this process (see O’Brien, 2006); instead, it 
is the reputation that attracts people to participate, 
ignore the “obese elephant in the room.” This claim 
is backed up by recent research, which found that 
despite the significant number of physical activity 
opportunities provided across the Pacific Island 
region, there remains a lack of targeted, relevant, 
and meaningful health activities—particularly for 
overweight and obese members of the commu-
nity (see Siefken, MacNiven, Schofield, Bauman, 
& Waqanivalu, 2012). Applied to the FSJP Festi-
val, it seems that an important first step has been 
made (i.e., including health components into the 
program). However, the second step (i.e., targeted 
projects or activities for a problem audience) was 
only partly realized; in other words, the activities 
attracted the children, but they are only one part of 
the problem. Unfortunately, organizers and stake-
holders were unable to attract parents and the wider 
community to the healthy lifestyle information ses-
sions and workshops.
Here, something can be learned from Derom and 
VanWynsberghe’s (2015) analysis of leveraging 
the Tour of Flanders cycling event; in particular, 
the tour organizers developed a targeted set of ini-
tiatives, each aimed at particular individuals in the 
host community, including children, recreational, 
as well as competitive cyclists. Importantly, com-
munity members and organizations representing 
the “Village of the Tour” were directly involved in 
developing locally relevant leveraging initiatives, 
such as establishing ongoing access to the Tour of 
Flanders cycling routes for use by the wider com-
munity. Such cooperative involvement allowed the 
community to take “ownership” of programs that 
were most beneficial for them, which in turn led to 
greater community support and participation. The 
implication for event organizers and those involved 
in the development of leverage initiatives is that 
strategic planning, active community involvement, 
and clearly targeted initiatives need to underpin all 
event management processes.
Reputational
The reputation of the event organizer—and also 
that of the local community—can be considered 
both a source and a beneficiary of event leverage 
campaigns. Firstly, existing reputational capital 
may be used and leveraged for marketing and pro-
motion purposes, as participants and attendees may 
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development outcomes. In contrast to large-scale 
and mega-events that are merely required to “con-
sider” community impacts in their bid documents 
and legacy planning, small-scale events often pres-
ent a purposeful attempt to improve the quality 
of life of the host community. Against this back-
ground, our study from the Pacific Island nation of 
Sāmoa presented empirical findings from a com-
munity festival staged in a LMIC setting, an area 
that has so far been neglected in the sport event 
management literature. Our investigation high-
lighted a number of critical event management 
processes and leverage mechanisms that have 
underpinned the FSJP Festival, and it has identi-
fied different strategies for maximizing beneficial 
event outcomes. In particular, we have presented 
and extended findings related to the areas of socio-
cultural and participatory event leverage, and have 
presented new areas that seem particularly relevant 
in the context of community development in LMIC 
settings, including educational, health-related, and 
reputational leverage.
To achieve social and cultural leverage, small-
scale event organizers have to connect the event 
with key individuals and institutions that are highly 
respected in the community. For example, any event 
promotion campaign in a country like Sāmoa is 
likely to have a greater and more sustained impact 
if it is supported by church leaders as well as local 
chiefs and matais. The respect and integration of 
local traditions and customs seem particularly rel-
evant in a setting like the Pacific Islands, where 
family roots, religious following, and community 
ties hold significant value in people’s daily lives.
In terms of participatory leverage, our study 
presents a new angle that event managers and 
local communities should take into consideration. 
The area of participatory event leverage has previ-
ously focused on the improvement of regular par-
ticipation and involvement in sport clubs or groups; 
however, our findings revealed a new dimension 
of participation: participation in the management 
and delivery of projects, and the opportunities to 
leverage managerial participation for socioeco-
nomic benefits. In particular, the opportunity to 
showcase managerial talent as a support worker or 
event volunteer was seen as a platform for future 
employment within and beyond the sport event sec-
tor. In LMIC settings—especially those with tight 
engage, attend, and support festivals organized by 
the “event community.”
Limitations
When using SFD programs and special events as 
vehicles to contribute to community development, 
it is important to consider the often complex his-
torical, cultural, and sociopolitical context of the 
country and society in question. As previously dis-
cussed, the fa’a Sāmoa remains a strong force in 
everyday Sāmoan life as well as community politics 
and hence, as researchers we had to follow a num-
ber of cultural protocols. Some of these resulted 
in benefits for our research as access to influential 
local chiefs, church leaders, and matais was facili-
tated and supported throughout our study; on the 
other hand, we must acknowledge the limitations 
of our investigation, including the purposeful sam-
pling strategy employed. In particular, given the 
Sāmoan cultural setting that is strongly influenced 
by a hierarchical, largely male-dominated social 
system, the snowball approach that underpinned 
our work resulted in a potentially skewed repre-
sentation of real community life. In particular, out 
of the 20 individuals that participated in our face-
to-face interviews, only one third were females; 
moreover, the two focus groups were dominated by 
(often older) men while young females were sig-
nificantly underrepresented in our sample.
Although overall, a smaller sample size is not 
uncommon for context-specific, in-depth qualita-
tive investigations, we acknowledge that follow- 
up research with a larger population—as well as 
a stronger focus on women—will contribute to 
establishing a more balanced picture; moreover, 
it will allow the inclusion of different and “fresh” 
ideas in regards to opportunities and limitations of 
using events as a vehicle for community develop-
ment. Therefore, we encourage researchers to build 
on the foundations laid by this study and conduct 
all-inclusive research in the future, with a specific 
focus on accessing and utilizing local female voices 
in the process.
Conclusions and Further Research
Sport events have increasingly been used as 
a vehicle for achieving different community 
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Given an overweight population and staggering 
obesity rates—for adults, children, and teenagers—
the absence of health-related messaging and pro-
motion for active engagement beyond the event 
would present a significant opportunity lost. Impor-
tantly, this messaging should not only be directed 
at participating children at the sport event, but also 
at their parents and the wider, currently nonactive 
community. In other words, how to best achieve 
buy in from those currently not engaged in sport 
and regular physical activity remains an important 
question to be answered in future research. In fact, 
a study on this topic would be one of the first to 
make the important and long-required step toward 
addressing the “obese elephant in the room.” We 
encourage researchers from different academic 
backgrounds—including sport and event manage-
ment, community development, sociology, health 
science, cultural studies, and so on—to further 
advance research in this area. We are confident that 
our study will provide a starting point for those 
academics as well as event organizers and policy-
makers in their attempt to provide active, culturally 
relevant, and overall meaningful sport event expe-
riences for disadvantaged communities.
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